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2. The existence of numerous instances of the Law of Great
Numbers, or of something of the kind, is absolutely essential for
the importance of Statistical Induction. Apart from this the more
precise parts of statistics, the collection of facts for the prediction
of future frequencies and associations, would be nearly useless.
But the * Law of Great Numbers ' is not at all a good name for the
principle which underlies Statistical Induction. The ' Stability
of Statistical Frequencies * would be a much better name for it.
The former suggests, as perhaps Poisson intended to suggest, but
what is certainly false, that every class of event shows statistical
regularity of occurrence if only one takes a sufficient number of
instances of it. It also encourages the method of procedure, by
which it is thought legitimate to take any observed degree of
frequency or association, which is shown in a fairly numerous
set of statistics, and to assume with insufficient investigation
that, because the statistics are numerous, the observed degree of
frequency is therefore stable. Observation shows that some
statistical frequencies are, within narrower or wider limits, stable.
But stable frequencies are not very common, and cannot be
assumed lightly.
The gradual discovery, that there are certain classes of
phenomena, in which, though it is impossible to predict what will
happen in each individual case, there is nevertheless a regularity
of occurrence if the phenomena be considered together in succes-
sive sets, gives the clue to the abstract inquiry upon which we
are about to embark.